HISTORY GOES FULL SEMI-CIRCLE TO SAVE POMMYTOWN
The conservation of a Nissen hut by the Historic Houses Trust

Richard Silink July 2009



The Historic Houses Trust is one of the largest state museums in
Australia and is entrusted with the care of key historic buildings and sites

in New South Wales.

The HHT is guided by the view that museums must be part of current
debates in the community, open to new ideas as much as they are the

repositories of important collections and the memories of the community.

Historic Houses Trust
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eThe EHF identifies ‘at risk’, significant properties, conserves and protects
them and offers them back into the marketplace — for use and enjoyment of
future generations.

eThe EHF funds are ‘revolved’ to save more endangered properties over time

eThe EHF is not about creating new public museums, rather it encourages

the continued use of the built environment in private ownership

eThe EHF is not a commercial business. Its purpose is to save buildings, not

to make money

Endangered Houses Fund
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Exeter Farm, Glenwood
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Nissen Hut 4 Somerset St - Belmont North



Wartime uses of Nissen huts
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Jerilderie, NSW
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Lockhart, NSW



Nissen huts re-used for migrant accommodation
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Nissen huts re-used for migrant accommodation
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4 Somerset St - Belmont North



The Belmont North Nissen hut group is considered to be of State
Significance as a:

e Rare surviving example of a group of pre-fabricated Nissen huts
employed as permanent housing for migrant workers coming to Australia
under the post war migrant assistance scheme

e The Nissen huts set out as an established suburban estate demonstrate
the economic housing forms provided by the Commonwealth
Government eager to supplement the labour shortages of the post war
years

e The imported nature of the prefabricated housing and its frugal
construction reflect political awareness of local sensitivities in a time of
national material shortages

Statement of significance



eln 2008/09 Lake Macquarie City Council proposed to list the remaining 33

Nissen Huts in Belmont north as a heritage conservation area

eThe proposed listing generated significant debate within the local

community

In March 2009 the Council unanimously voted against the proposed listing

"It's very nice for us to sit back and say 'Aren't they quaint? Aren't
they interesting?' [But] they're not good living accommodation...

Generally people aren't out there wanting to just rip them down,
but they do want to upgrade them and move on."

Greg Piper, Mayor, Lake Macquarie City Council

Proposed heritage listing



“[If] heritage provisions were to apply, a very unfair and unjust penalty would

apply to genuine, hardworking families.

To put it bluntly, the residents of the Nissen huts are battlers
and they do not deserve the unnecessary and unwarranted impost

that having a heritage order will create.

It would in some cases destroy a lifetime goal of home ownership and
basically condemn those affected to living in homes that are far inferior to the

building codes and expectations of today.

A heritage order would significantly reduce the value of the properties and

prevent further refurbishment to make them more habitable and comfortable.”

Hon. Robert Coombes, Member for Swansea

Opposition to proposed heritage listing
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Student design competition




Student design competition




Student design competition exhibition at the LMCAG



"We were very happy here. They may not look like much from the
outside, but on the inside | thought the huts were beautiful,
really comfortable.*

Helen Smith

Community engagement



STUDENT IDEAS (

for the adaptive reuse of  Nissen Hut, B
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"l was only a visitor, but, sorry, |
thought they were rubbish. Still do.”

Kevin Williamson

Community engagement




"It was very uncomfortable at the start. Hot in summer,
freezing cold in winter. Leaked like a sieve.*
[Conservation plans could] "turn Pommy Town into a

shantytown.“

Charles Leggatt

They were never meant to be permanent housing. So let's

just document their history and move on."

Vicki Williamson

Community engagement



Performance brief:

Create sense of permanence

eImprove environmental performance

eImprove aesthetic appeal

eDemonstrate cost effectiveness of retaining huts vs replacement

eChallenge the misconception that the form of the Nissen hut limits
design potential

eDemonstrate that retention will not devalue the site

Design brief

eRespond to the modular construction system of the Nissen hut
eRespect the distinctive semi-cylindrical form of the Nissen hut

eProvide quality accommodation to meet current standards

Brief development



Nissen hut proposed alterations and additions



Nissen hut proposed alterations and additions
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Nissen hut proposed alterations and additions
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Learning to love the Nissen hut
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Learning to love the Nissen hut
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Learning to love the Nissen hut
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"~ "Soyoulive in a Nissen hut, too?”
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Learning to love the Nissen hut
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